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DONALD S. PASZEK

Growing Down

I was shopping with my daughter, Amanda, who was three at the time, when she
asked if she could have a snack when we got home. I said sure, but you have to behave.
She looked at me and sternly said, "I am being have" ("have" pronounced the same
as behave). It took a moment, but I quickly realized why she had said that. She was
using a grammatical rule. Though inappropriate in this case, she nonetheless used
the rule correctly. If! had told her to be good, she would have said "I am being good:'
Be nice. "I am being nice:' Behave. "I am being have:'
Nativists believe there is an innate component to language acquisition, which allows
children to pull out the rules from the language they are exposed to in their environment. Children then use the rules. However, they tend to over generalize, using the
rule without exception. Thus, they make systematic, yet understandable errors. Various people have told me of other interesting and true examples. A boy emphatically
stated, "I amn't gonna do it. I amn't gonna:' Another little boy told his sitter to put
something in "your crowave" (microwave, your crowave, her crowave). A woman told
a little girl she was going to be in Miami. The girl asked, "In your ami?" But what
often sounds like a rather silly response is often quite intelligent and logical. We only
need to listen and think a little. By the way, when Amanda told me she was "being
have:' I said, "Okay. Well, just keep 'being have' and you can have a snack later:' I
didn't have the heart to correct her. After all, she wasn't completely wrong, and she
was "being have:'
I propose that all developmental psychologists be required to have children in order
to receive their degree. One can read and study all one wants, but it is nothing like
interacting with children on a day to day basis, as the above example demonstrates.
As a developmental psychologist, I have learned more about children and development in five years of raising my two children than in five years of graduate training
and four years of teaching child development.
In fact, it all began just after my first child, Amanda, was born. My wife asked me
to check Amanda's diaper. I asked how to do it. She told me to slide my finger into
the diaper to feel if it was wet. I did. It came out with this greenish-black slimy stuff.
My wife had quite a laugh, which isn't easy with stitches from a C-section. Welcome
to fatherhood. Countless numbers of diapers later (my pre-parental beer funds were
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transferred to the Pamper account), my children (Amanda is now five, Carly is two)
continue to amaze and educate me.
As a baby, Amanda sucked on a pacifier, but would not touch her thumb. We had
to keep plenty of spares on hand in case she lost one, which she did regularly. She
once lost her pacifier in her crib. We searched her crib and the whole room, top to
bottom. No pacifier. We bought her another one. A few days later, we came in to
get her up in the morning, and she was taking turns sucking on two pacifiers. Where
the secret stash was hidden, we did not know.
On the other hand, Carly was a thumb sucker. In fact, she was so addicted, we
were going to admit her to the Betty Ford Hospital for Habitual Thumb-Suckers. I
wonder why some children are thumb suckers and others like pacifiers. From my
experiences, it is rare to see both in a child. It almost seems like an inborn, individual
difference. However, I did find that the environment can play a role in this behavior.
When Carly was just over a year old, she developed a cold sore in her mouth, which
made eating very painful. It also made thumb sucking painful, so she stopped. The
interesting thing is that when the sore healed, she never went back to sucking her
thumb. Cold turkey.
When Amanda was about three, we read her the book Never Talk to Strangers, by
Irma Joyce, and talked to her about strangers as most parents now do. We knew she
remembered her lesson well when she walked up to a stranger at the shopping mall
and said, "I don't talk to strangers:' We didn't need to worry about her.
Many of children's early words are learned through a process called behavioral shaping, reinforcement of successive approximations to a goal behavior. If a child's utterance vaguely resembles a word, we accept and reinforce it. One of Amanda's first
words was "ca", which meant car. Another word she would say was "cacacaca" (I don't
know if she spelled it with a "c" or a "k"), which meant helicopter. Over time, however, the words are shaped into a more correct pronunciation and reinforced. (When
she is sixteen, I don't want my daughter saying, "Hey dad, can I have the keys to
the ca?'!.__She won't get them anyway!) Gradually the words begin to resemble the
correct pronunciation, but not always. Amanda used to say "Treat Treat" for Sesame
Street, which was fine. After quite a long time, I realized she probably could say it
better than that. So the next time she said "Treat Treat" I said, "Amanda, it's Sesame
Street. Can you say Sesame Street?'' I sounded like Mister Rogers. "Can you say that?
Sure you can:' She looked at me and said "Sesame Street:' Perfect, and from then
on, she called it Sesame Street. I suppose that from her point of view, "Treat Treat"
worked, it got her message across, so why change?
Many words are learned through imitation as well. One of my children's favorite
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games involves Carly imitating Amanda's words. Amanda says, "Carly, say
_______" and Carly says the word. "Say mommy:' "Mommy:' "Say Amanda:'
"Nana:' "Say Carly:' "Carly:' (She gets excited with that one.) There is one exception. "Say Santa:' "Ho ho:' "No, Carly, say Santa:' "Ho ho:' She won't say Santa.
When children begin talking (you can't wait until they do, then you can't shut them
up), you have all kinds of interesting conversations. "Daddy, I learned a new song
today:' "Yes, I heard" (my wife had told me). "No you didn't, you weren't here:' Okay,
you've got me there. While Amanda was eating she said, "I'm half done, and when
that is gone, I'll be whole done:' While trying to remember where she put something,
"My brain is telling me I forgot where I put it:' I found Amanda yelling in the garage.
"What are you doing?" I ask. "I'm talking and listening to myself" (the echo). After
choking on some food, "I choked on the wrong pipe:' After hearing my wife say she
got a raise, "You got a raise? The doctor at work gave you one? X-rays?"
When Amanda was four, her great-grandma died, and she went with us to the funeral.
We explained things as best we could, and she was curious, though it was difficult
to know how much she understood. The toughest part was explaining why we were
putting great-grandma in the ground. Months later I heard her tell her friend very
matter-of-factly, "My great-grandma died and they threw her in the ground:' I'm sure
it seemed like an awful thing to do. I couldn't help feeling a little guilty for burying her.
Amanda has had one minor problem in saying her ABC's. She says, "... HIK]..:'
instead of "JK" (probably because she used to have a friend named "KJ".) I have been
trying to correct her, and will continue to do so. However, as I thought about it, what
is the difference? Is the order really that important? She knows all twenty-six letters.
She has to mix them up to spell words anyway. It still sounds okay when she sings
the ABC song. Shows some individuality.
Amanda was also the one to point out to me that we do not turn on and turn
off our push-button TV. We pull it on and push it off. Of course, there is a certain
danger in telling your child to push off the TV. As it lies in pieces on the floor, she
will be saying, "Well, you told me to:' By the same token, you do not dial a phone
number on a touch-tone phone.
As a developmental psychologist, I have been interested in children's play. Play is
easy to observe. We all recognize it when we see it. Play is more difficult to define.
One important characteristic of play is that playing is an end in itself. The doing
is the important part, not the end goal. In fact, in some cases there may not even
be an end goal to play. I observed a perfect example of this recently. Amanda has
begun doing mazes, where one tries to trace a line through the maze, the goal being
to reach the end following the shortest route. Amanda, however, takes a different
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approach. I noticed she purposely takes a longer route, tracing her pencil in and out
of obvious dead-ends. She does not yet understand the real goal in solving the maze.
She is truly playing, enjoying the trip through the maze and in no hurry to finish.
In all honesty, I am reluctant to tell her the "right" way. After all, what is the hurry?
Maybe that is what we all need to do. Take our time, have some fun along the way,
and stop worrying so much about the end goals. Children have a unique view of
the world. They have much to teach us about innocence, curiosity, and a simpler
perspective of the world. Funny thing is, we all had it once, but seem to lose it as
we "grow up!' Maybe we need to "grow down" once in a while. Maybe we need to
become less focused on occasion and look at things from a different perspective, from
a child's perspective. We think children should observe and learn from us, so we teach
and guide them. Maybe we should do the same. Let our children teach us something,
about playing, laughing, learning, taking naps, and having fun. We could, we should,
but we don't, at least not enough. Jean Piaget believed young children were egocentric, unable to take another's perspective. As adults we may be able to take other
perspectives, but do we?
My daughter gave me a unique perspective when she told me, "Daddy, my undies
are crawling up to me!' She spoke as if they had a life of their own (which made me
wonder if she was changing them enough.) I have to admit though, based on my
own experiences, I think she may be right.
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